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when many respectable country gentlemen joined it, they
solemnly declared that no such, oath had ever been taken by
its members. But the false report had struck too deep a root
to be eradicated, and the United Irishmen very skilfully put
themselves forward as the champions of the oppressed. Catholic
fugitives were sheltered and protected by Presbyterian families
in Down and Antrim, and prosecutions were carried on, though
with little or no success, by the United Irish Committee in
Ulster against the rioters, and even against conniving magis-
trates.1 It was sworn that some of these latter had actually
refused to take the examinations of aggrieved Catholics, and
had themselves threatened them with banishment.2 c To the
Armagh persecution/ wrote the United Irish leaders, in the
memoir which they afterwards drew up in prison, for the
Government, c is the union of Irishmen most exceedingly in-
debted. The persons and properties of tjie wretched Catholics
of that county, were exposed to the merciless attacks of an
Orange faction, which was certainly, in many instances, un-
controlled by the justices of the peace, and claimed to be in all
supported by the Government. . . . Wherever the Orange system
was introduced, particularly in Catholic counties, it was uni-
formly observed that the numbers of United Irishmen increased
most astonishingly.'3

The parliamentary proceedings in the spring and in the
winter of 1796 did little to improve the situation. The reports
for this year are much more imperfect and fragmentary than
those for previous years, but, as far as can be judged, the
strength of the Government and the violence of the Opposition
had both greatly increased. The short session, which began on
January 21, and ended on April 15, 1796, was mainly occupied
with the Act of indemnity for such persons as had in the pre-
ceding half-year exceeded their legal powers in the preservation
of the public peace, and with the Insurrection Act, but Grattan
also brought forward, as an amendment to the address, a reso-
lution demanding free trade between Great Britain and Ireland,
on the basis of equalisation of duties. He was defeated in one
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